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Private Ned Thorne




Under the feathery branches of a mesquite tree twenty feet in diameter, among the litter of the tree—small oval leaves, rotting beans, bits of cholla dragged by pack rats trying to build refuge—lay a diamondback rattlesnake, thick as a grown man’s forearm, coiled in folds, suspended in a state neither asleep nor awake.

Some thirty yards away, the boy, having conceded the only shelter for hundreds of yards to the snake, tried to cram his body into the makeshift shade of a crate stenciled with “Property of the United States Army. Fragile.” The crate was delicately balanced on a trunk, similarly stenciled. The first had been placed so that half its length extended into the air, creating a scant few feet of shade on the ground underneath.

The boy got up and shifted the crate. The day was moving into afternoon, and the angle of the sun was giving him the chance of wider patches of shade. It was not yet fully hot, perhaps ninety degrees, not much more, but the sun was unrelenting, and he felt his skin burn. He had spent the last four hours alone here, with no water and only the boxes for shade. He was considering going back to drive the snake from under the tree, but he was afraid.

Around him he saw nothing but brush, grass, and tall stalks of yucca. In any direction he looked, there were distant peaks of mountains, but for miles around him, there was nothing more than the repetition of what was right here.

He was seventeen, had been seventeen for two months. Handsome and thin, though not frail, he looked older, in part due to a full but sparse beard that he had grown for the express purpose of looking so. Without it his delicate features and perpetual scowl gave him away for the boy he really was. He was lately of Jefferson Barracks, Missouri, where he had done his training, learning the craft of weather observation, becoming proficient in horsemanship, and, much to his own surprise, proving himself a superior marksman. Before that he had been in Baltimore, where he’d enlisted after fleeing his home in Hartford, Connecticut, in the dark of night.

Just two days earlier he had arrived in Tucson, the Arizona Territory, by stage from San Francisco. Tucson was the ugliest town he had ever seen in his life. It looked as if it had been constructed by an enormous, addled child who’d simply thrown mud on the ground. He had nearly missed boarding the stage and had to ride the entire trip backward, coming into his future just as his father had always told him he would, backside first.

The stage had dropped him here, which, he now understood, was nowhere. A set of wagon ruts moved roughly south by southwest. On these, the driver had promised, an escort from Camp Bowie would be by to pick him up. That had been long ago. Hours. He was vaguely curious about the hour, though knowing the time would have made the wait and boredom intolerable. He curled up into a tighter ball under the shade of the trunk and slept.

He was awakened by the snort and stamp of mules. Later, he realized he had been dreaming the sound of tack and the creaking of a wagon for some time.

“You Thorne? New meat for D Company?”

He scrambled out of his barely constructed shelter. “Water. I’m dying.”

A canteen came flying over the heads of the mules. Ned misjudged it, let it fall, and had to scramble on hands and knees in the burning dirt.

“No. Probably you ain’t. When you still know how awful you feel, you ain’t even close to dead yet. You go slow on that water. I don’t need to be driving you back and you got the squirts all the time. My life ain’t that much joy as it is.”

Ned forced himself to pull the canteen from his lips. He hoisted it and poured some of the rest over the top of his head. “Private Ned Thorne,” he said, saluting in a perfunctory manner. “D Company, Camp Bowie.”

“Brickner. D Company, all right. But not Bowie. We’re at Ramsey now. And don’t salute. I ain’t no officer. I’m a corporal and a human being same as you.” Brickner was a big man, round in the face. His hat was a battered straw that seemed to come nearly to his eyes, which were only slits against the sun. His mouth was set in an ironic half-smile in the middle of a black beard going heavily to gray.

“What? Where? Where’s Ramsey?”

“Nowhere. Or next door to it. Where’s the nails?”

“Nails?”

“They supposed to be sending nails with you. You were going to pick them up in Camp Lowell. Didn’t you do that?”

“I didn’t go to Camp Lowell.”

“You come through Tucson, didn’t you?”

“I did. But I didn’t go to Camp Lowell. I stayed in a hotel.”

“Hotel? You stayed in a damned hotel? Hotels is for rich bastards, fine ladies, whores, and thieves. Which of those is you?”

“I wanted a bed.”

“And we’re wanting nails, which you didn’t get. What the hell good are you? And what’s all that over there?” He nodded toward the crates.

“Weather instruments.”

“Whether what?”

“Weather. Rain. Snow. Wind. Weather.”

Brickner looked around at the depth of blue in the sky. “Weather. Goddamn. Ain’t none here.”

Ned stood in the middle of the desert, his head and shoulders wet, his belly already starting to bloat from the near canteen full he had drunk. He had no idea what use he might be. “I haven’t slept in a real bed in almost two months.”

“I ain’t slept in a bed in years. What other complaints you got about your miserable life?”

Stung, the boy stood and glared, saying nothing.

“That’s what I thought. Get in the wagon here, Marybelle. And don’t talk to me. It makes me sick to look at you.”

 

They rode in silence. The small breeze stirred by their motion carried the dust and the smell of the mules back to them. Ned held another canteen in his lap, taking small swallows from time to time. His thirst was mostly memory by now, but a memory of which he could not completely rid himself. He kept his eyes straight ahead, looking only occasionally over to Brickner. The heavyset man’s face was shining in the afternoon light from the sweat that came down in enough quantity to combine with the dust to form a light sheen of mud, which streaked into his beard. The rest of his skin was dotted with rough patches, burned and peeling.

“You know what time it is?” Brickner asked.

“I don’t have a watch.”

“I won’t take it from you.”

“Can’t. Someone else did.”

“Damn.” Brickner looked off toward the horizon where the Dragoon Mountains gave way to the Little Dragoons farther to the west. “Three, maybe four, o’clock,” he said. “Who got your watch, then?”

“A sergeant. Back at Jefferson.”

“How’d he get it? He just take it off you?”

“Him, three jacks, and a pair of fours.”

“And what was you holding?”

“Not enough.”

“I reckoned that. What, exactly?”

“Three sevens, if it makes any difference to you.”

Brickner snorted and snapped the traces against the haunch of the nearest mule. The team picked up and then settled back to their same pace, man and mule seeming in agreement that this was all to alleviate the boredom of the road. “Take these. Go on, take them. I ain’t going to hurt you.” Brickner handed Ned the reins while he loaded and fired a long-stemmed clay pipe.

“It does make a difference. A man could go ahead and lose his watch on three sevens. That’s bad luck. Bad luck is better than stupid.”

“It seems to all come out about the same.”

Brickner drew on his pipe as if thinking this over. “Not so. Luck changes. As I see it, stupid is as constant as sunshine.”

“Sunshine isn’t all that constant.”

“It is out here. Sun and stupid don’t give up out here. Both of them will kill you as soon as you forget to worry about them. That kepi you got there for instance.” He nodded at the short-billed blue cap Ned wore. “Sun going to bake your brains into a johnnycake you wear that Army issue out here. When we get to Bowie, you buy yourself a broad-brimmed hat and save your head.”

“I don’t have any money left.”

“Well, you’re dead, then. Hope you liked them whores.”

 

They made their way up a gradual but noticeable ascent, the mules digging them through the path—hardly a path but a pair of wheel ruts—past mesquite, yucca, and creosote. Black-banded grama grass grew knee high over everything Ned could see.

They rode mostly in silence. Ned held the canteen between his knees, keeping it capped against the violent lurching of the wagon as it passed over rock and rut, counterpointed by the obscenities of Brickner, who held a bottle of whisky between his knees. He did not offer to share it.


Dear Thad,

It is stranger country than any you could make up or even hope to hear of. There are no real trees, though there are plants that might stand for them. Mostly it is grass and large bushes, perhaps the size of a grand pussy willow, though they lack any of that charm.

Yesterday, I saw plants as tall as any oak or pine at home, but bearing no leaves at all. They were large bare trunks rising straight up with just the occasional branch almost as thick as the trunk about halfway up. Their skin is a thick green hide, near to leather, with ridges of thorn long enough to pierce a finger or hand.

They would seem the very sentries of hell, for it is hot enough here to qualify. From a distance, you would think that the sun had scorched the earth until there was nothing of the surface left. Up close, though,

I am surprised to see that everything is full of life, though a hard and scraggly one.

I have seen a rattlesnake, though I was not bitten by it.

I trust you will keep a watchful eye on our mother, whose great sorrow is a burden for her small shoulders. Take care, too, of our father, whose sorrow and anger continues to grow, in great part the result of mine own actions…



The letter broke off in his head, as it always did when he got to the part where he had to ask for the forgiveness he needed. He felt as though his shame were too great a burden to be carried by words. The weight bore on him tremendously.

“This is a bad place,” Brickner said. He indicated the road before them, rising between two ridges, all scrub brush and rock. For the last several minutes they had been traveling along what appeared to be part of an actual road, one, Brickner explained, that had been the old Butterfield stage route. “If you could pick the best place in the world to stage an ambush and kill someone, it would be here or somewhere just like it. You ever hear of Cochise?”

“No.”

“Cochise is an Apache Indian. Chief of the Chiricahua tribe. Smart old rascal. Lives right over yonder.” He waved off to the west, where yet another range of mountains formed the horizon. “Those is the Chiricahua mountains, meaning they belong to Cochise, not us. And he’s heard of you. He knew you was here before you knew you was here. You ain’t real sure where you are right now, but, by Jeesums, he knows right where you are.

“And twice he’s done ambushes right here at this spot. Killed him a lot of people. This is called Apache Pass, and it’s a lot of bad history. Last time he tried something it was against the Army, only we had us a couple of howitzers. You try to imagine what it’s like when you are a ignorant old Indian and the Army starts shooting howitzers at you. It must feel like the world is breaking apart. Here, you take this.”

Brickner handed Ned the trapdoor Springfield he had taken from under the seat. “We’re coming right up into the pass. You keep that at the ready, now. You can shoot, can’t you?”

“I can shoot.”

Brickner looked at him, a long sideways glance. “And I can dance the cancan so’s it would break your heart. At least make noise.”

Ned held the carbine across his chest, his thumb next to the hammer, his finger lightly against the trigger. He turned his head from side to side, keeping his arms loose, ready to swing the rifle to either side.

“You can’t see it,” Brickner said, “but Cochise laid a lot of that rock across the top of the ridge. He and his Apaches made a real breastwork of stone and made it so good that when the patrol came through here, they never even knew it was there. All the sudden, there was the Devil’s own abundance of Apaches shooting rifles and arrows at them.”

Ned looked up. To either side, ridges sloped up twenty or thirty feet above their heads. There were big rocks and bushes everywhere. He strained, looking for signs of Indians. He brought the Springfield to the ready, levering back the hammer with his thumb. He wanted an Indian to show himself so that he might shoot it and finally silence the fat man.

 

“Mostly, it’s about this,” Brickner said, halting the mules on the trail. He nodded to a small green spot next to the trail. From eight feet away, Ned could hear the small trickle of water, and even before he heard it, he smelled it.

Grotto, he thought. Not more than three yards off the trail, four or five feet lower than the trail itself, a small area opened about eight feet across. A mesquite formed a canopy above it, and the ground was thick with mud. Even from outside, he could tell the temperature was a good twenty degrees cooler than the temperature on the trail.

“Hold on there, Marybelle.” Brickner dug a shovel from the bed of the wagon. “If it’s cool, it’s got snakes. Remember that. And the best snake killer ever made is a long-handled shovel.”

He followed Brickner. Over the years, the trickle of water had cleared out a hollow as big around as a small stock tank. There was enough room for the two of them to stand side by side. A series of barrels, linked by pipe, caught the thin twist of water that slid down the mossy surface of rock and onto a metal trough that emptied into the first barrel. As the water reached the top of the first barrel, it leaked into the pipe inserted through the staves and fed the second barrel, which eventually filled the third, and so on. They had, momentarily, stepped out of hell and back into the world.

They drank, then filled the canteens and the canvas bags for the mules. Ned sat in cool, wet shade while Brickner watered the mules. He felt his body gather strength in the moist air. Over his head, he heard the buzz of dragonflies that moved up and down around the water in short, nervous bursts. Lizards moved through the branches of the mesquite trees and, above them, birds in the topmost branches, as if all the life of the desert had concentrated itself in this one small spot.

“Let’s go,” Brickner said.

“What’s the hurry? Let’s stay here for a while.”

“The hurry is that I say ‘hurry.’ We got business yonder. Get to moving.”

 

Out of the spring, he was momentarily blinded by the sun and staggered by the heat. He was conscious of the effort he put into pulling the hot air into his lungs and pushing it back out again.

They had gone less than half a mile when the trail opened up into a valley, stretched out in front of them. “Bowie,” Brickner said.

Camp Bowie was a collection of mud and stone buildings, squat and low, grouped casually around a wide flat area, all dirt and sand, save a flagpole in the middle. Ned guessed that was the parade ground, though he could not imagine troops drilling in such an area without raising clouds of dust that would obscure everything.

“This is an Army camp?” The question was clearly rhetorical. Everywhere they looked, soldiers were moving on horseback or foot, singly or in formation. “There isn’t much to it.”

“Enjoy it. This is the best you’re going to see for a long time. You can get a real meal in a real mess here. You can sleep on a real cot tonight, you being so particular and all. You can go to the sutler’s store if you’ve got money, which it seems you ain’t. Or you can go to Sudsville for laundry and whores. If it ain’t what you’re used to, you’re going to be wishing you was used to it soon.”

“There’s whores?”

“Marybelle, there’s always whores if you know where to look.”

“Where do you look?”

“Damn near everywhere I go.”

Brickner left him at the barracks, one of the low, long mud buildings with a roof of sticks laid across thick round beams and a floor of dirt. Inside, it was dark and cool against the late afternoon heat. A corporal led him down the row of cots without a word. Soldiers coming back from duty wandered in and out of the barracks, regarding Ned with little curiosity. The corporal pointed to a cot that held only a ticked straw mattress, no blanket or pillow.

“Mine?” he asked.

“Boyer’s. He’s dead.”

The corporal turned and left, and Ned stripped off his fatigue coat. He looked for a pillow, found none, and rolled his coat into a tight ball and put it at the head of the bed. He sat down and pulled off his boots and swung his legs onto the mattress.

“I wouldn’t do that.”

Ned looked up. A tall, thin soldier, going bald, shook his head. “Get up.”

The soldier walked toward him, and Ned swung his legs down and stood, getting ready for the fight. “I was just going to lay down. The corporal told me I could use this bunk. I’ve had a hard coming of it.”

“Don’t ever just lay down out here,” the soldier said. He stopped, grabbed the mattress by the corner, and wrenched it from the cot, flipping it over. As he did, a scorpion nearly the size of his hand spun in the air, landed on its back, righted itself, and scurried toward Ned’s stocking feet at surprising speed.

Ned jumped, flat-footed, over the scorpion toward the aisle, catching one foot on the bottom of the bunk and falling heavily to the floor. The tall soldier stepped over him and ran after the scorpion, stamping his foot as he went.

“Got away,” the soldier said. “Damn. Those things sting like the Devil hisself.” He stepped back over Ned. “You hurt yourself?”

“No. I’m all right.” He got up and brushed himself off. He reached down for the mattress and touched the corner of it gingerly.

“That’ll be all right, then,” the tall soldier said. “It’s gone into the wall somewheres. Have a good sleep.”

Ned gingerly touched his arm, which tingled with small sharp pains where he had landed. He raised his arm a little and shook it gently, then turned it in slow circles.

“You’re going to always want to shake your bedding, your uniform, your boots. Always look before you put anything on or set yourself down. There’s a million creatures that is meaner than dirt out here. You best be on your guard. I can’t say, though, that most of them are worth busting an arm for. You sure you’re all right, then?”

He nodded, picked up the mattress, and slid it onto the cot, forcing himself to use the injured arm. “I almost stumbled onto a rattlesnake today.”

“Well, that ain’t hard to do. You’ll learn to see them pretty soon. Remember that most every cow patty you see is just that, but every once in a while, it’s a snake. And they love shade more than we do. Usually, they’ll give you a warning, but not always. Just don’t go putting yourself where something else already is, and you’ll be fine.”

Ned lay flat, using the coat for a pillow. The rough fabric chafed his red, burned skin. His body tensed against the thought of snakes, scorpions, and spiders. He would nearly drift to sleep but then wake with a start, sure that a scorpion was making its way across him. In the empty barracks, unable to sleep, he thought about the two days he had spent in the Territory.

 

On the street in Tucson where he was nearly positive he had found a pleasant-enough cantina the night before, three men were arguing in the middle of the street.

Two of them were white men, involved in a heated exchange. The older white man wore a full, uneven beard, stained yellow with tobacco at the edges of his mouth. He was dressed in a patched wool suit, stained at the lapels and shoulders. His shirt, yellow or ecru, perhaps once white, was buttoned at the collar, which he wore without a cravat.

A younger man, dressed in a faded calico shirt and voluminous canvas pants, leaned into the older man, waving his arms like a man trying to keep balance on a log. On one foot he wore a black boot that Ned recognized as infantry issue; on the other, a busted brown brogan. Slightly apart from the two, but held at the elbow by the older man, was a man yet older, with long gray hair held off his face by a red rag that circled his head just above his dark, darting eyes.

This was an Indian, but different from the half-naked, mud-caked Indians that had served him at the stage stop only a day before. Ned looked at him closely, thinking that this might be, finally, an Apache. A battered pair of yellow moccasins reached just above his ankles. His shirt was a pink gingham print with a frilled round collar and a flare at the waist. As Ned got closer, he saw that it was a woman’s dress, cut down.

“I’m telling you,” the younger man said. “It’s my watch, and he done stole it.”

“He says he found it,” the older man said.

“Found it in my pocket. That’s where he damned found it.”

The old Indian looked straight ahead, saying nothing.

“Well then, here it is back. You got your watch. What more do you need?” He held up a cheap, plated watch showing a lot of brass at the back and edges. It dangled and spun on a thin lanyard of braided horsehair.

In exasperation, the younger man yanked off his wide sombrero, whose brim had come detached from the crown on one side. It made a flapping sound as he waved it up and down. “Justice is what I want. That was my daddy’s watch. He done give it to me. Why the hell would I go and lose something like that? He damned stole it off me.”

“You say stole, he says found. Just take the damned watch and go about your business and save us all a lot of trouble.”

The younger man reached out for the watch, then drew back his hand as if the watch were something he would not even touch, much less possess. “It’s the word of a damned thieving Indian against the word of a white man. That’s what it is. Why is that giving you bother? Why is it you can’t get this straight?”

The older man reached up and ran his hand through his thick, graying hair, pulling at a handful that stood straight up from the rest, which was oiled down. “Take the damned watch.”

The old Indian did not move or look at either of the men. He looked straight ahead toward Ned, though Ned doubted that he even saw him. The only sound was that of a passing wagon, pulled heavily by black mules.

“The hell of it,” the older man said. He reached into the pocket of his coat, dropped the watch, and extracted a small, plated pistol. He put the pistol to the Indian’s head and pulled the trigger.

The Indian’s knees collapsed and he went down, held for a second at the elbow by the older man’s hand before slipping on through, landing on his backside, then falling flat onto his back in the dirt, his blood making a dark thick puddle of mud under his head.

“There,” said the older man. “Does that satisfy you now?” He replaced the pistol in his pocket and pulled out the watch.

The young man grabbed at the watch and stuffed it into the pocket of his shirt, turned on his heel, and stomped off. He stopped and turned back. “Well, I guess it does.”

 

And then Ned’s body released, and he slept.








Captain Robert Franklin



They were nearly down from the mountain and onto the broad plain that stretched east and south. To look over the plain was to see immediately that this was rich land that would one day be studded with farms. Though it was still early enough to provide ample daylight, he had asked Little Sam, his favorite among the Apache scouts, to find a campsite for the evening bivouac. Defensively, it was better to stay in the foothills than down on the plain, where their fires would be a beacon to anyone within twenty or more miles.

The Chiricahua Apaches were at peace and had been for some time. But to play the fool was to be the fool, and, in the Army, fools brought death and grievous hurt. He had seen his share—been responsible for his share—of harm, and he wished no more of it. His reputation as a soldier had suffered over the years, he knew, but he had vowed that those who served under his command would never be put into the path of harm through any foolishness of his. His men did not regard him with great affection, he knew, but they stayed alive to give him what regard they wished.

He was a large man, thick in the shoulders and back. He wore fatigues and a broad-brimmed campaign hat against the ferocious sun of the Southwest, which had toughened and furrowed his face. Though this was a routine patrol, designed to aid in the mapping of the southernmost parts of the Territory, he rode like a man on parade, his head back, his arm held precisely against his body, the reins light against his fingertips. He was a man so long in the Army that he had become the Army.

It was heading toward late afternoon, almost time to halt the line of march, when he saw Little Sam riding up fast. They were traversing a long, alluvial plain of grama grass that reached nearly to their stirrups. The expanse of grass that stretched nearly horizon to horizon was studded with clumps of yucca and the occasional dome of a honey mesquite. But mostly it was grass, moving like the fur of a large dog caressed by an unseen hand. And through the very middle of it, a parting, caused by the approach of the scout.

He received the news with the same equanimity with which Sam reported it. Two or three miles up ahead, beyond the ridge and into the lower reaches of the valley, was a ranch, which had been attacked. There were dead, and the dead were white.

He brought Sergeant Triggs forward, informed him of the situation, then sent him to ride at mid-column and gave the orders. Following the lead of Little Sam, the column set out at full canter.

He kept the column together at the top of the ridge, where the scouts waited. The ranch was modest—a small hacienda, surrounded by an adobe wall, which anchored and protected it. Beyond the wall was a crude corral, constructed with lashings of mesquite and yucca. Beyond the corral was another, smaller building, and behind the house an adobe hut, fenced with yucca, that might serve for a chicken coop. There was a small garden and a circle of stone that, no doubt, marked a dug well.

He considered the situation. The Apaches had found no evidence of anyone alive at the ranch, but he did not like the looks of it. The hacienda had been built with fortification in mind, and the possibility that someone still lurked in the house or behind the walls, waiting for them, could not be discounted.

He sent the scouts ahead, on foot, trusting in the Apaches’ ability to move unseen through the terrain. When the scouts had moved two hundred yards ahead, he split the column so as to come down flanking the hacienda from the north and south, spreading the troops at twenty-yard intervals to present a wide and difficult target for any who might be behind the walls.

Triggs led the south flank and he led the north, bringing his men in a wide arc, hoping to draw fire at a distance that would make accurate shooting unlikely. They moved slowly, steadily, carbines loaded, drawn, and at rest across the pommels of their saddles.

He had never fought the Apaches, but he knew their reputation as fighters and tacticians. And he knew from his experiences on the Pit River the advantage that knowledge of the territory gave the aboriginals. He rode his column in steadily and slowly, keeping his eye alternately on the hacienda and on Sergeant Triggs’s column coming in across the valley. The Apache scouts were nowhere to be seen.

He felt the anxiety of anticipation descend into the tranquility of purpose. Everything he had done and learned fighting the Pi-Ute and studying at the Point, and even the games he had played as a boy, distilled into this moment. Each step of his mount was precise, considered, alive with the possibilities of the moment. He himself was more alive in this moment than he had been for longer than he cared to remember.

They moved the last fifty yards on foot, keeping their mounts between themselves and the hacienda. He kept them moving in a descending arc until, arriving at the outer wall, they met up with the other column, effectively surrounding the ranch.

Signs of struggle were everywhere. The thin mud coating of the wall was pocked from the impact of bullets. Bits of glass, which had been embedded atop the wall to discourage intruders from scaling it, littered the ground. At the front entrance of the wall, near the remains of what had been a gate, now a mere scrabbling of sticks, were traces of flour and beans. A couple of rags of cloth were snagged on the low-growing brush outside the wall.

The door of the hacienda gaped wide as though thrown open in welcome. And through it the contents of the house spilled out—furniture, cloth, maize, flour, and broken crockery. Beyond the door was only wreckage. The lives of those who lived here had been picked up and whirled and tossed about by someone. It seemed like the work of a tempest or a cataclysm.

“Someone’s made a mess of this, for sure.” Triggs stood in the doorway next to him, hat off, like a man paying his respects to an agency above and beyond his own powers. “The Apaches, then?”

“Most likely. Fan the patrol out to search the premises. There may be survivors, or at least remains. And, Sergeant, there will be no looting. It will not be tolerated.”

“Understood, sir.”

The troop moved through the hacienda four abreast, through the ruins of someone’s life. They looked for nothing in particular and for everything. They searched for some sign of those who lived here, or had lived here, and they searched for signs of those who had come in and destroyed it. They kept their eyes down because there was nothing to see above the level of their knees.

The house was a large, single room with an area for sitting and sleeping on the west side and another area for eating and cooking on the east, centered around a large, rounded fireplace of adobe slathered over with mud, in the style of the Mexican.

There had been good furniture set up. A bed, now on its side. A chest of drawers, fallen facedown onto the dirt floor. Thin chairs were scattered about. A table of rough wood stood miraculously upright, but bare except for a scattering of flour, sugar, and corn. A small writing desk lay on its back, its contents of paper scattered about it, much of the paper in a dark area that had been, for a short while, a pool of spilled ink.

He stooped among the wreckage. In the storm of paper, flour, and beans on the packed earthen floor lay tangles of clothing. Denim and canvas trousers, shoes, stockings, shirts of calico and muslin. What caught his eye was a long swirl of pink fabric. He tugged at a corner of it, pulling it from the mess of the rest of the clothing. It was a woman’s dress. As he pulled it free, a small scorpion, not much larger than his thumbnail, leaped from the bodice and into the pile that remained on the floor—a tangle of shirts and undergarments, stockings and shoes. The dress was hardly new. The hems were fraying and showed the signs of repeated washings. He held the dress at arm’s length. It belonged to a small woman, perhaps no more than a girl.

Outside, the sunlight blinded him. He walked beyond the walls and sighted the area until, in the distance, he located Little Sam. He waved him in.

“What have you found?”

Sam raised two fingers, then pointed off in the direction from which he had come.

“Men?”

“Yes.”

“A woman?” He held up the pink dress.

Little Sam regarded the dress impassively. He shook his head. “Two men. White. Mexican. No woman.”

“Damn it all.” He stared off to the horizon, focusing less on what he saw than on this new complication of an already troubling problem. “Keep looking,” he told Little Sam. “They may have taken her out a bit further and…” He paused. “Killed her.”

Sam shook his head. “No. They kill, she here. No. Take.”

“Perhaps she escaped, then. Maybe she is out there somewhere, hiding. I’ll send some troopers to sweep the area. She may be hiding from you and the other scouts. Maybe she wasn’t even here. We don’t know for sure that there even was a woman.”

Sam was looking at him, expressionless. He nodded, and Sam turned and went back the way he had come, yelling to the other scouts in Apache.

He threw the dress over his neck and gripped it with both hands, pulling down. He pushed his neck back against it, glad to have a pressure he could resist. He called out Pack and Birdwood and sent them to sweep the area in widening circles around the hacienda, calling out “Miss” at every turn. He called out Richmond and Kent and ordered them to the outbuildings to find shovels.

 

The men had been dead for two, maybe three, days by his reckoning. God knew he had seen enough of the dead to make a pretty good estimate of it. They were about fifty yards apart, the white man on his back, the Mexican facedown.

The vultures and coyotes had been at the bodies for a while. As the troopers lifted the two men and brought them together where they were to be buried, the ants and flies paused only a bit, then resumed their labors.

It was clear how they had died. Though the scavengers had taken enough flesh to release some arrows, there were still some lodged in bone. The white man had been hit head-on. The Mexican had tried to run and been hit in the back.

 

Damn you. You could have died on someone else’s watch. Why is it always me who draws the most foul assignments?” Royal Kent cursed quietly and unrelentingly as he jabbed at the soil with his shovel. Richmond worked quietly but slowly. He had already vomited once, and his face shone white under the glistening sweat.

“Private Kent. Hold your tongue,” Franklin said.

“Sorry, sir.”

“The poor brutes can’t hear your complaints and neither God nor I want to.”

In the distance he could hear Pack and Birdwood still calling out “Miss” as they rode, their voices getting less distinct as their circles widened. He would let them ride awhile longer, though he already knew their efforts would be futile.








Private Ned Thorne



When he woke, it was nearly dark. At the far end of the barracks there was faint light from an oil lamp on a small table near the door. He blinked to focus. A pair of eyes stared at him from the cot on his right.

“What time is it?” he asked.

“Half-past May.”

“When’s mess call?”

“Been. It was pretty good, too. You slept in Boyer’s bed. He’s dead. I thought you might be him. He knew his Bible, Boyer did.”

Ned assumed that he was still nearly asleep. He ran his hands over his face, then down his belly. He was hungry. He swung his legs off the bed and sat up, facing away from the person who was talking. “I need to get something to eat.”

“Canned peaches. Sweeter than candy. You know Boyer?”

“No. I don’t know Boyer. I’m not him. I’m from Connecticut. Where’s the mess?”

“Where’s Connecticut?”

“A long way. It’s all the way back in the United States.”

“Is it nice there? I was in Tennessee once. It was nice there. Pretty. And the air smelled sweet as all get-out.”

“Yes. Connecticut is nice. Used to be. I’m not well thought of there anymore.”

“I don’t believe I’m thought of at all. Can’t think of who might want to think on me.”

“Perhaps that’s for the best. I need to eat something. Where’s the mess?”

“Yonder. I had extra on the peaches. I really thought you was Boyer come back. He was a regular whiz at that Bible reading.”

“No.” He started to pull on his boots, then remembered and shook them out. It was too dark to tell if anything came out, but he supposed not. He shook them again and put them on. “Boyer’s dead, and I might be, too, if I don’t get something to eat.”

“‘He will come as a thief in the night.’ That’s wrote in the Bible. Boyer read me that. I can’t forget that. I ain’t going to, neither. Not ever.”

“I guess not. Mess ‘yonder’ this way or that?”

“Yonder. Them peaches is sweeter than candy. ‘Like a thief in the night.’ Boyer, he’s coming back.”

He sat by himself in the mess. Most of the troops had already eaten and left. He had stopped groups of them walking and talking easily in the dark, saluting them all in case there was an officer he couldn’t see in the dark, and asked them for directions.

He had taken all he could on his plate and was thinking of going back for more. It was good American food, mostly from cans. There was beef in thick gravy and salted small potatoes and stewed tomatoes and slices of thick bread with lard. It was the first food he had eaten in days that was not slathered with thick, hot chili to hide its origin. He had a tin cup of milk that was fresh and cold because there was ice at Bowie. He ate leaning forward, his left arm curled around his plate in a protective pose.

 

He woke to a hand over his mouth and nose. Still in sleep, he struggled to rise. Another hand and arm held him at his shoulder and chest.

“Marybelle. Hush. Get up.” The voice was a rasping whisper, the breath fetid with whisky and sex. Coming up from sleep, Ned struggled, then relaxed. “It’s time.”

It was dark. The barracks was filled with the snoring and thrashing of sleeping troopers, counterpointed with groaning and a few mumbled words from a sleep talker. He could just make out Brickner’s face.

“Quiet,” Brickner said. “It’s time to go. We’re getting on. Get yourself up. Come. Quiet, now.” Ned opened his mouth to ask the time, only to have Brickner’s hand clamp over it again. “Hush.”

He swung his legs off the cot and groped for his hat and boots. He fought against the sleep that had him suspended in a haze. He reached for the boots, remembered, and shook them. Brickner pulled him up and away from the cot.

Outside, they made their way by moonlight, Ned still carrying his boots in one hand, coat in the other, hobbling and pussyfooting along the rocky path that led past the butcher’s shop and stables to where the wagon stood, hitched and ready.

He shook out his boots once more in the wagon as Brickner snapped the traces and headed the mules forward. They lurched forward, then back, as the wagon went up the road in the dark.

“What’s the hurry?”

“It’s a long way to go. When the sun gets to blazing, I got to go easy on the mules. This is the time.”

“Can’t we stop for food? That was awful good food I had at the mess.”

“It’s no time for that. Don’t need it anyhow.”

“What time is it?”

“It’ll be dark for a while yet. You worry an awful lot about time for a man who let some candy-belly sergeant tote his watch for him.”

Ned looked around at the strangeness of the desert at night, the stunted, twisted shapes of the desert life glowing white in moonlight. “Is this safe?”

“The mules know the way.”

“No. I mean Indians.”

“Apaches? They don’t fight in the dark. Bad medicine. It makes the owl spirit stronger. They don’t want none of that. We’re safe as babies.”

When light began to slowly define the landscape, they were several miles from Bowie. They had traveled down steep and rocky trails that slowed but didn’t stop the mules. Ned fought to stay awake against the sleep he had missed. In the rocking, creaking wagon, he would slip back into sleep, only to be jolted out of it as the mules adjusted their gait to the trail. The journey had the feel of a dream whose beginning had already faded from memory.

They moved nearly due south, out of the mountains that held Camp Bowie and down into a broad prairie of grama grass nearly as high as the seat of the wagon. The tallest mountains were the ones they had just left, but in every direction, other mountains defined a ragged and chewed horizon.

The sun had been up for nearly an hour, the heat already building steadily enough that Ned could feel his uniform weighing down with sweat. Brickner pulled the wagon off the trail onto a broad, level expanse near a clump of mesquite trees. “Chow,” he said. “I’m near starved. Food takes up belly room a man needs for whisky. Go over yonder and get us some firewood.”

Near the trees, he found only small dry twigs of the mesquite that had lain on the dry ground so long they were beginning to fossilize. He made wider and wider circles around the tree, gathering up a small armful of the sticks.

With handfuls of grass and dried mesquite beans, they built a small and smoky fire. Brickner handed him a tin coffeepot, crusted a couple of inches deep in the bottom with old, hardened coffee, and a canvas water bag. “This is dirty,” Ned said.

“Ain’t dirt. Coffee.”

“How old is this coffee?”

“Coffee’s like a good whore, new ever time.”

While Ned tended the fire and the coffee, Brickner dug through the back of the wagon, rearranging tarps. When the coffee had come to a good boil, Brickner hauled out a skillet, then an ammunition crate. From the crate he took packages, which he untied and unwrapped—a good-sized, thick slab of bacon and biscuits. He held them out at arm’s length for Ned’s approval. “And you never knew, did you, what a fortunate thing it is to ride with Obediah Brickner?”

Ned took a biscuit, held it to his nose, and inhaled deeply. “Wonderful.”

“Wait. Wait.” Brickner waved his hands in front of him. “Wonders from a world few men know.” He dug in the crate and brought out another package, soaked and dripping. He tore the paper and revealed a fist-sized chunk of butter, nesting on melting ice. He took a piece of the ice and put it in his mouth, offering another to Ned. It was slick, cold, and sweet.

Then from the bottom of the crate came handfuls of straw, tossed in the air to spin crazily to the ground. From under the straw, six brown, speckled eggs.

They ate chunks of salty bacon, whose grease mixed with egg yolk in a delicious paste they licked from their chins and lips. They ran whole biscuits across the lump of butter and crammed them into their mouths.

“Eat it. Eat it all. Save us from fighting the others for it.”

“If there is something better than this in the world, I couldn’t think what it would be.”

Brickner took a long slug of coffee and wiped the drips from his mouth, smearing butter and bacon fat across his round face and through his beard, making it shinier than it had been before. “I know what’s even better.” He grinned broadly.

“What? What could be better?”

“There’s officers in Bowie who ain’t getting no seconds on breakfast this morning.”

Ned clapped his hands and rolled onto his back, laughing. “You are a man of miracles.”

Brickner sat cross-legged on the ground, smiling, a fat, smiling Buddha, like the Chinese people worshipped, but in a filthy Army uniform. “Ain’t nothing more to life than what you can make of it.”

While Brickner saw to the mules, Ned scoured the skillet and tin plates with sand and loaded them in the wagon. He took the shovel and buried the fire. When he replaced the shovel, he stepped back in puzzlement and tried to comprehend what he was seeing and what he wasn’t seeing. “It’s gone.”

“What’s that?”

“My trunk. My instruments. My instruments are gone.”

“Damn,” Brickner said, pulling off his hat and running his hand through his thinning hair. “Damned if you ain’t right.”

“Where is it?”

“Damned if I know. Bastards at Bowie, I suppose. Bunch of lying, thieving bastards.”

“We got to go back. I got to have those instruments.”

“Don’t reckon we can do that. We got hours to travel yet. We’d be a day late if we was to turn back now. It’s a damned shame, though, those weasels stealing your gear like that.”

“We got to get it back.”

“Wish I could help you on that, Marybelle. But what’s stole is stole. It don’t come back. We got enough grief without going back and looking for some more.”

“But they’re my instruments. They’re valuable.”

“Now, it was my thought that those was the Army’s instruments.”

“They are, but they’re my responsibility.”

“Well, that’s a way to look at it. Here’s another: they’s the Army’s responsibility. Now it’s true that you’ve bungled it a bit, but so did the Army in giving them to you. It’s the Army’s fault as much as it is yours. More. It’s their belongings.”

“But I’m the one who’s going to be in trouble.”

“What’s the Army going to do to you? Bust you to private? Send you to the very ends of the earth? You’re already there. Boy, you are so low, the Army can’t get in a good swipe at you. You get a couple weeks in the guardhouse is all. Hell, Ramsey ain’t got a guardhouse. They can’t touch you.”

“It was my responsibility. I lost hundreds of dollars’ worth of instruments.”

“No. No. You ain’t thinking right. You got your petticoats all knotted up over nothing. They ain’t lost. Lookit here. Those is Army things, right? Am I right?”

Ned nodded, feeling empty and defeated.

“Where are they? In Camp Bowie. And where’s Camp Bowie? The Army. They’s where they’s supposed to be, just not in the exact location the Army thought they were putting them. That what belongs to the Army is still in the Army, and that ain’t lost. It just can’t be. You’re getting yourself all stove in over nothing. And nobody in Ramsey is going to care much. You know what they want in Ramsey? Nails. Nails is what they want, and nails is what we got.” Brickner pulled back the tarp to reveal three kegs of nails.

“Nails don’t have anything to do with me. The instruments do.”

“Believe me, when they see these nails, no one is going to give the first thought to your lackings. Now, come on aboard. I’m moving out. You don’t want to be walking to camp, days late and charged with desertion.”

 

Where did the nails come from?” They had been riding south for nearly an hour when the thought finally clawed its way into his consciousness.

“Where nails come from.”

“You didn’t have any nails when you picked me up. You wanted some nails. Now you’ve got them. How did you get nails?”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m asking how you got nails.”

“I got them. Ask what you want to ask.”

“Where did the nails come from?”

“It don’t make no difference, and you don’t care. Ask what you want to ask. I’ll tell you true, but you got to ask.”

“Where are my instruments?”

“Back at Bowie. That ain’t the question. You know that.”

“Where at Bowie?”

“How the hell am I supposed to know that? I ain’t no seer. Those instruments is there, and I am here. Now ask the question.”

“You steal my stuff?”

“Yep.”

“And traded it for the nails?”

“Yep.”

“Why?”

“’Cause I needed the nails more than you needed that gear. I might be wrong, but I don’t much care. That’s how I see it.”

Ned said nothing. He stared straight ahead and tried to adjust his life to fit this new injustice. His hands hung limp at his knees and there was a slight burn behind his eyes.

“So. You wanted the truth. It seemed real important to you to know the truth, and now you do. And it makes you feel worse than you did. And now you got to make some decisions. And they’re hard ones. But they’re yours to make. Let me know. I’m waiting on you, now.”

He wanted to turn and face Brickner, but he couldn’t force himself to do it. He tried to cipher out his options. He could wait until Ramsey and report Brickner. He should do that, but it seemed no way for a man to live his life, always running to a momma, or a teacher, or an officer for help. He could fight it out with Brickner. Even without looking, he knew he would lose. Brickner was a grown man and much bigger than he. He was supposed to be a man now. He tried to know what a man should do. He couldn’t do anything. He simply stared ahead.

He looked over at Brickner, and simultaneously, almost before he was conscious it was what he was going to do, he landed a fist below Brickner’s right eye with a loud crack, causing Brickner to buckle at the waist, ducking his head out of range.

He saw Brickner’s hand coming toward him, and he saw Brickner rein back the mules, and he heard the long, low, guttural moan Brickner used to slow them. He was amazed how it all unfolded, as if time itself had bogged and slowed. He could not understand why he couldn’t get his own hands, which had become mired in time, up to protect his face.

And then time pulled free, and the back of Brickner’s hand, which had swung from completely across his body, passed just over the tips of Ned’s ascending fingers and exploded into his face with the sound of an oak stave smacking a melon. His sight went red, then black. Everything jumbled, then righted itself, and he knew he was on his back in the bed of the wagon. And he knew he had to get himself up, but his arms and legs just weren’t working right.

Brickner came over the seat of the wagon quickly, his right boot landing squarely on Ned’s wrist, pinning his arm. Brickner dropped, his knee coming down on Ned’s shoulder. His fist, with all his weight behind it, came down on Ned’s face. His shoulder pinned, Ned could only turn his head a few inches from side to side. He raised his legs and bucked his hips to no avail. For a while, he watched Brickner’s fists coming at him, first feeling the impact, then hearing the even worse sound. He shut his eyes.

It was a bad dream, impossible to comprehend in reality. He couldn’t be being beaten this badly. He had been in fights before, plenty of them. And he had lost some of them, too, but that experience was nothing like the way Brickner was efficiently, unemotionally hammering him, a journeyman methodically carrying the task to proper completion.

“You’ve had enough.” It wasn’t a question. “You know that, don’t you?” Brickner stood over him, looking at him with calm concern.

Ned turned his head away.

With his toe, Brickner gently pushed Ned’s head back. “You understand? Don’t be proud, now. This ain’t that time. You’re beat. You’re not going to try anything stupid, are you? I don’t need to give you any more.”

Ned shut his eyes and shook his head.

“All right, then. You just ride back here. Take it easy on yourself. I’m heading us on.”

 

“You all right?”

Ned had moved from the bed of the wagon back to the seat. Riding in the back was too painful, too full of defeat. He nodded. “I’m all right.”

“I didn’t want to do that. Do you know that?”

Ned nodded. His left eye was swollen, his jaw hurt badly, and his left shoulder had stiffened until he could barely move his arm.

“I done what I had to. I done what you made me. No more.”

Ned nodded.

“You was robbed.” Brickner looked over at the small, pained smile on Ned’s face. “I mean back at Tucson. I been thinking on it. They stole your stuff. You was robbed in Tucson.”

They rode farther. The light brought everything into sharp focus. More grass, scattered trees. They were heading for a band of mountains pretty much due south. “How come I didn’t report it?”

“’Cause it’s all thieves in Tucson anyway. They’ll try and steal your pecker while you’re taking a whiz.”

Ned said nothing.

“They beat you and threw you unconscious on the stage. You didn’t wake up ’til later.”

“That’s stupid.”

“That don’t matter. They ain’t going to believe you anyway. Officers only believe other officers. It only matters if they can prove you’re lying. You wanted to report it to your commanding officer. That’s what you’re doing.”

“It’s weak.”

“It’s what you got. You should have been more careful, anyway. Here.” He handed Ned the reins. “Just don’t drop those.” Brickner climbed over the seat and began untying tarps. “Take this.” He handed Ned a revolver, butt first. “That’s for you. It’s the latest thing. Cartridge loading, forty-five caliber, courtesy of Mr. Colt. The Army is just trying them out. You can’t get one anywhere. I’m going to give it to you because I feel bad that I had to hurt you like that. I’m a good man, once you learn to stay on my right side.”

Ned looked at the gun, smaller and lighter than the Army Remington. The cylinder was open at both ends to receive metal cartridges, rather than the standard-issue paper ones. “You got bullets?”

Brickner smiled at him. “Do I look like a man would give a fellow he just beat a gun with bullets? You just put that away for a while. I’ll find us some bullets later on.”

“Why are you giving this thing to me?”

“Because I beat you pretty good. And I didn’t want to have to do that. I’m not a bad man. I’m a hard man, and I protect myself and that what’s mine, but I don’t take joy in giving beatings. I’m hard on my enemies, but I’m good to my friends. I would be obliged if I could call you my friend. It would go good for you, too.”

Ned looked at the Colt and spun the cylinder. It was the prettiest gun he had ever seen. He raised and sighted it to the horizon. “All right, then.”

“Then good. All right.” Brickner swung his right arm again and backhanded Ned in the chest, knocking him across the seat and into the wagon. “There. That’s a reminder of what can happen if you do me wrong. I’m all kinds of badness if you do me wrong, but I’m a good man to know and be friends with. You tell the story the way I tell you to, and we’re going to be just fine here. You’re going to be glad you made my acquaintance.

“Let me tell you what I think. You’re a baby. You don’t know that, but everyone else does, and everyone’s going to want you, ’cause babies is what you make of them. You’re in for some hard times. What I’m offering you is a chance for better. Better than any what the others is likely to give you. You see that mule there, the one with the short tail? That’s a shavetail, a young, green mule that hasn’t learned his tasks yet. He can’t go by himself. He’s always got to be paired with an older, smarter mule. He’s you, and I’m the older, smarter one. I’ll teach you what you got to know. You throw in with me, you’re going to do all right. You don’t, you going to wish you had. And that’s no threat. That’s just how it is, how I know it’s going to be. I’m a patient soul. I’ll wait on your answer.”

“You had no call to do that. I wasn’t going to do anything to you. I wouldn’t tell what happened. We agreed.”

“Yes, we did. But one man can never know what another is thinking. That there was just to keep you thinking along the right track. Here. This will ease the sting.” He handed Ned a bottle of whisky, which Ned uncorked, drank, and handed back. Brickner took a drink. “Nothing ever as bad as you think it’s going to be. And nothing’s as good, neither.”








Lieutenant Anthony Austin



The insect made its way in a ragged scurry, moving through chutes of sand, coming up on rocks smaller than a bird’s egg, and then turning to move back and go around. It explored bits of leaf and pine needle crushed by the boots of soldiers. It came up the side of a tall, flat rock, traversed that on the vertical, then lost its purchase and fell down, coming to rest on its back, waving its legs frantically until it righted itself and went on, going at an angle oblique to the one it had previously tried.

The insect was little more than half an inch in length, its anterior sections black, the posterior a bright and pure red, the whole body covered with a fine, smooth hair. Between thorax and abdomen, a slight waist was barely visible under the fine, plush hair.

“Antlike.” The man leaned forward, taking the spectacles from his face and holding them at various distances and angles between himself and the curious insect. He replaced his spectacles and leaned back, resting his weight on the heels of his boots. With a bit of pencil taken from behind his ear, be wrote the word in a small package of papers stitched roughly together at the top. “Antlike?” He crossed out the word and rewrote it, displacing the question mark into a set of brackets. “Antlike [?].”

The creature scuttled toward a haven of piled leaf and needle. The man reached out with a long straight pin and knocked it back, flipping it onto its back one more time, forcing it to struggle to the upright and begin the difficult journey up the small draws of sand and stone yet again.

The man leaned forward again, holding the pad of paper on the tips of his fingers, bringing it up parallel to the insect so that the creature’s body matched up against lines carefully inked into the heavy top page. He pulled the packet back, flipped back to the page he had been on, and wrote “5/8 inch.”

The hairy little insect made progress up the draw, only to encounter the pin again, which knocked it back. It stopped as if confused or frustrated, then began again. Unrelenting. The man relaxed his legs and stretched himself across the draw, resting on left hip and elbow, and with tight, small strokes of the pencil, sketched the insect, pausing every so often to reach out with the pencil to knock it back, then resume his drawing. Drawing done, he wrote.

“Order, Hymenoptera. It would seem to be a member of the family Formidae, having only a narrow waist between thorax and abdomen. Its head, though covered with the fur that coats the rest of the body, resembles—in general—the other members of that family. Its mandibles, however, do not seem disproportionately large as would be expected, and it exhibits no aggressiveness to the pencil. The hair that covers its body, especially the bright, posterior scarlet hair, is smooth and velvety, as fine and soft as the fur of a young pup, as bright and beautiful as anything worn by the finest of ladies.” He reached forward toward the insect, aligned his hand above it to push the pin through its hairy thorax, and lifted as its legs waved for the last time.

He closed the packet of papers, pinned the insect to it, and put it and the pencil into a fringed buckskin pouch, then drew his legs up to him and sat. It was early afternoon. Above him were the small but profound sounds of the riparian forest—the wind through the leaves of cottonwood and sycamore, the birds calling from branch to branch. Somewhere in the distance, he heard the tiny bark of a gray squirrel scolding some coyote or bobcat that had come too close to the tree it had staked out as its own. From far below, the sounds of the camp became more insistent on his attention—the omnipresent hammering and sawing, the clank of the chain and crack of the whip as mules leaned into the labor of moving logs as the camp continued to spread outward, displacing tree after tree. And as a background to all of this, the murmur of men’s voices, rising and falling in pitch, with the irregular counterpoint of laughter and cursing. From this distance, the noise was indistinct and as calming as the sound of water moving steadily on. Closer, it was mundane, quarrelsome, and more often than not, profane.

He reached behind him, picked up his broad-brimmed straw hat, gathered his long hair back with his left hand, and placed the hat onto his head so his hair was simultaneously pushed back and trapped by the hat’s crown. He took the strap of the buckskin bag in his hand and stood, bringing it over head and hat and letting it rest on his shoulder, the bag against his hip. He tested the firmness of the rock and sand with the side of his boot and started back down the draw toward camp.

The camp rode a flat plane nearly a mile wide between two forks of the White River at the very base of the Chiricahua foothills, the transition from desert to mountain. It had, twice he suspected, been a floodplain when enough water had run down the forks to turn them into a single, broad, flat table of water. The result of that was a crown of rich topsoil and river silt well above the banks of the river, rich with grass, shrub, and tree. From where he stood, the camp was barely visible, small wedges of grass and canvas seen through narrow frames between trees.

He crossed the north fork of the river on a series of flat rocks placed as a breakwater, forcing the river farther north and away from the camp. At his tent, he entered and stowed his gear, pushing the pin with the impaled insect into a piece of cork resting on a makeshift desk. He sat, unstoppered the ink well, dipped his pen, and wrote “May 15, 1871, Camp Ramsey” on a slip of paper, which he placed below the insect and pinned to the cork.

He took his blue tunic from the peg on the tent pole and put it on. He reached for his tasseled helmet, thought better of it, and kept on the straw. Then he removed his spectacles, folded them carefully, and put them away in his desk.

 

As you were.” He returned Sergeant Stonehouse’s salute and stood side by side with him, observing the troopers who were scaling the rough log walls of the building under construction. “It goes well?”

The sergeant laughed. “As well as it can. It’s the last of the nails. We’ll run out before we run out of light.”

“Brickner will be back tomorrow. He’ll have nails. You can take some of these men and move them to felling or splitting.” He turned around and motioned with his chin to where soldiers were driving wedges into long lengths of ponderosa pine.

“If he does come back,” the sergeant said.

“Pardon?”

“Brickner. He’ll bring nails if he does come back.”

“You believe he will not be back?”

“What more can be done to him?” The sergeant asked. “All that’s left is to shoot him, and he knows that won’t happen.”

The lieutenant smiled. “That’s why he always comes back. Anybody else would shoot him. The dog returns to where he gets his food without a kicking to accompany it. Brickner will be here and he will have nails with him.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You have my word on it, Sergeant.”

“Sorry, sir. I don’t mean to question your treatment of Mr. Brickner.”

“Yes, you do, Sergeant. You mean very much to question it. That’s as it will be. And Corporal Brickner is as he will be. And he will be here tomorrow. And if he is not, it was not you who sent him. It was me. I will be the one responsible, as I always am.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Carry on, then, Sergeant.”

 

From the distance came the bright ring of metal on metal. Three soldiers, stripped to the waist, took turns hammering metal wedges into a pine log some twenty feet long. The hammers came down alternately, one striking and recoiling as another was at the top of its arc and the third was being brought back to begin its upward arc.

The distance kept sound and sight unsynchronized. The ring of the hammer would be followed by the sight of the hammer coming down again, as if the ring were merely an anticipation of the strike. All of this was followed by the creak and sharp crack of the wood fibers letting go as the log split into two pieces, ready to be split again.

The screaming came from beyond the hammering and to the north of it. He called for Stonehouse and nodded in the direction of the commotion. “See to that,” he said, and went back to his tent to record and preserve his little insect.

He had them arranged on a piece of cork some nine inches by twelve. There were thirteen of them all together, Hymenoptera, or what he thought were Hymenoptera, and Hemipesis. They were arranged with military precision, or were after he had arranged and rearranged them several times.

“Sir. Your skills are required here,” Stonehouse said.

“What is it?”

“Borchert. He is badly hurt. A tree fell on him. His leg took the worst of it.”

He came outside where a group of soldiers was gathered, four at the ends of a stretcher, where Trooper Borchert, no doubt the one who had been screaming earlier, lay.

Borchert, who kept up a quick monologue of the mundane and irrelevant, like a man too embarrassed to keep his peace, smiled. “I’m not sure,” he said, “that I can walk on this leg.” He nodded toward the pant leg, soaked in blood, that seemed strangely empty from just below the hip, past where the knee had been. His foot was canted ninety degrees from forward. He seemed the gracious center of attention, smiling and nodding to his comrades who had seen him transformed from friend, companion, and soldier to simply “the man the tree fell on.” Seemingly enjoying his new role, Borchert did his best to put the rest of them at ease.

The lieutenant watched as the smiling Borchert, saying a quiet and heartfelt thanks to the rest of the troop, began to lose color, his face progressing from florid to fish-belly white in only seconds. He looked at the lieutenant as if he had been struck by a new and strange thought he could not be sure of. His eyes rolled up, then shut as a shudder passed through his body.

 

It was after the noon hour when the captain and his patrol came back into camp. The lieutenant had stayed up with Borchert most of the night. He had undressed and cleaned him. Borchert came briefly into consciousness several times. He said nothing, but took the occasional sip of the whisky the lieutenant offered him. He would then slip back into unconsciousness. When the captain was apprised of the situation, he asked neither for the details of the accident nor for an accounting of responsibility. He asked only of remedy.

He must be sent to Camp Bowie, the lieutenant explained, some forty miles away. He was in desperate need of a surgeon. Bowie had one, Ramsey had barely a first-aid box. The question was how to get him there.

“We will have to build a travois,” Captain Franklin said.

“May as well line up the men and give them turns whacking on that leg with their rifle butts. The trip will kill him.”

“Then what will we do, Tony? Brickner won’t be back with the wagon until late tonight. Probably tomorrow. And when he comes back, he’ll be drunk as a dog with a team of tired mules. It will be useless to turn him around and send him back. Borchert will lose the leg for sure.”

“The leg is lost. It was lost immediately. There’s no bone left in there, only a bunch of chip and powder where it was. I’m not concerned with the leg. That’s out of it. Completely. My concern is Borchert. Keeping him alive if we can, keeping him comfortable if we can’t.”

“It’s his leg. He’s lost his leg is all.”

“Bobby, we’ve seen this before. His leg is crushed. He’s in the rapture of dying. Like a rabbit in a snare. He’s given himself over. He’s bleeding to death on the inside. Moving him by travois would just kill him faster. I see no use in it.”

“What, then?”

“Wrap him in blankets. Tie the legs together to keep the bad one from flapping around like a bit of cloth, and if he wakes, all the whisky he can handle. If he lives through the day, we can put horses to the wagon when Brickner returns and send him up then.”

“He’s wanting real attention now.”

“We have no real attention to give him. What he wants is to have that leg cut off, but we can’t do that without killing him in the act. No, Bobby, he’s wanting the last bits of comfort he’s likely to get from this life.”

Borchert came to consciousness in the afternoon, looking around like a man visiting a strange town. He accepted the whisky gratefully, drinking it steadily but calmly, pushing himself further and further toward unconsciousness. By mid-afternoon, with Lieutenant Austin at his side taking discreet sips of the whisky Borchert was no longer using, Borchert died.

 

“There is no culpability.”

Lieutenant Austin raised his head from the bracket of his hands. Beside him were the inkwell and his pen, the point still dry. Captain Franklin nodded to the paper in front of Austin. “There is no culpability. It was an act of God. There is no way to know with certainty how a tree may fall. A man can’t know what’s inside.” Franklin sat heavily on the stool next to Austin’s makeshift desk, a couple of ammunition crates nailed to vegetable boxes.

“It’s not a report,” Austin said. “I’ll be at that later. It’s a letter to his people, to let them know.”

“I have questioned Fenner and the others on the felling detail. I am satisfied that there was no culpability. You would have thought that tree had purpose, they told me,” Franklin said. He appeared older than Austin, though they were, in fact, within months of each other. He was taller, broader, his skin weathered about the eyes. His mustaches, meticulously waxed, showed gray woven through the black. A first lieutenant brevetted to captain, he outranked Austin, but their relationship was one of old, close friends deeply familiar with each other, rather than one based on rank. “The men said that it was like the tree was after him, Tony, just coming at him, always coming at him.”

Austin removed his spectacles and rubbed his eyes, a man profoundly weary. He had tended Borchert through the night, giving him what aid he could. He had not gone to help when he heard Borchert screaming. He could not have helped. Still, he should have gone. It was his place to go.

“He started up the hill, his only chance,” Franklin said. The tree was falling straight down the draw, like it had eyes. If he’d kept to the draw it would have gotten him straightaway. They all saw him slip trying the hill. He slipped, went down, and gave up. He knew then he had no chance. He watched the tree come down on him. They said it looked like he might get up to try again, but he didn’t. It was no use.”

Austin looked at the paper in front of him. “That’s no comfort to the people who cared for him. I can’t think what in the world might be comfort for them. Perhaps I should write that he died in a heroic effort to establish a bakery in the last outpost of the United States of America.”

“The broader purpose is achieved through the trivial incident. You know that as well as I. It is no matter to his people whether he died fighting the aboriginals or cutting down a tree. He is dead, and he died in the line of duty. We shall leave the matter there. There are other, more urgent things we must attend to.”

The lieutenant raised his head and looked at his old friend, seeing now that in his own concern for Borchert, he had ignored what was written on the captain’s brow. “What, Bobby? What has happened?”

“They’re Apaches. That’s all we know. They’re not Chiricahua Apaches, at least Sam says not, but some other tribe. They attacked a small ranch maybe twenty-five miles from here. Killed two. And worse.”

“Worse?”

“There’s a woman. Missing. Gone with them, I’ve no doubt. Probably to Mexico. They will likely try to sell her there. White women are a commodity of value in Mexico.”

“If they are not Chiricahua, who are they?”

“We can’t tell. They are Apaches, for sure. Arivaipa, I think. It’s my bet that they are the remnants of the unpleasantness up at Camp Grant last month. Some leading citizens of Tucson recruited some of the Papagos who live just west of there to help them pull a surprise raid on the Arivaipa Apaches who had surrendered to the Army at Camp Grant. Together they killed over one hundred of them. Most of the Indians killed by the good citizens and their Papago friends were women, children, and old men. They did the usual—scalped, raped the women, disemboweled the children. Just a massacre. The Papagos and Apaches are ancient enemies. Apache is actually the Papago word for ‘enemy.’ Most of the able-bodied at Grant appeared to have been away, most likely hunting. I think that they came back, saw what had transpired, and ran for Mexico.”

“Camp Grant is a long way west of here.”

“Indeed. But there is a fairly solid line of rugged mountains coming in this direction. They are mountain people, the Apaches, and if they are running for their lives, they would stick to the mountains, where all advantages are theirs. I think it might be possible, even likely given the state of calm among the Chiricahua Apaches, that this band has come near us and onto the ranch. There is no conclusiveness, but it seems likely enough—the taking of the woman, the ransacking of the ranch for supplies. It was a messy job. This was done in a great hurry, and those Apaches are in a great hurry.”

“We should notify Bowie.”

“I shall. And I will request orders from George Crook himself that I go in pursuit of the Apaches.”

“George won’t hear of it.”

“He will. I will pursue them, and I will retrieve the woman.”
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